Does early exposure to a language leave permanent traces in the brain? We examine this issue by testing a group of native Koreans who were adopted by French-speaking families and have stopped using their first language for many years. Previous results suggest that they are not able to recognize Korean sentences, nor to identify Korean words [Cereb. Cortex 13 (2003) 155]. In the present study, we focus on the possible remnants of L1 phonology, by assessing the adoptees' capacity to discriminate Korean voiceless consonants which are difficult to perceive by native French speakers. Data from groups of adoptees, native speakers of French, and native speakers of Korean, show that the adoptees do not perceive the differences between Korean phonemes better than native French speakers previously unexposed to Korean. Also, adoptees having been reexposed to Korean and those without reexposure perform similarly on this task. These results demonstrate that the Korean adoptees do not have easy access to the phonetic categories of the Korean language. q
Introduction
A first language can occasionally come into disuse (undergo attrition) during childhood. Some longitudinal studies in children have documented the process of attrition over several weeks or months. Nicoladis and Grabois (2002) studied the simultaneous loss of Cantonese and acquisition of English in a young Chinese girl adopted by an Englishspeaking family in Canada, at 17 months of age. The interactions with native Cantonese
